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A B O U T  S A N D R A  
D o n n a  L a r s o n  
S a n d r a ,  a  y o u n g  w o m a n  f r o m  S a r a j e v o ,  h a s  b e e n  a  p a r t  o f  t h e  l i f e  o f  m y  f a m i l y  
f o r  t h e  p a s t  s e v e n  y e a r s .  S a n d r a ,  n o w  2 2  y e a r s  o l d ,  i s  l i k e  o n e  o f  m y  d a u g h t e r s .  H e r  
c u r r e n t  s i t u a t i o n  i s  c h i l l i n g ;  I  t h i n k  o f  h e r  d a i l y  . . .  a n d  n i g h t l y .  
M y  f a m i l y  f i r s t  m e t  S a n d r a  s e v e n  y e a r s  a g o ,  w h e n  b o t h  m y  h u s b a n d  a n d  I  w e r e  
e x c h a n g e  p r o f e s s o r s  a t  t h e  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  S a r a j e v o .  B e c a u s e  w e  w e r e  a  " c o m p l e t e  
A m e r i c a n  f a m i l y "  ( o u r  t w o  a d o l e s c e n t  d a u g h t e r s  a c c o m p a n i e d  u s ) ,  w e  w e r e  i n v i t e d  
i n t o  t h e  h o m e s  a n d  l i v e s  o f  m a n y  f a m i l i e s  i n  S a r a j e v o .  T h e y  f r e e l y  s h a r e d  w i t h  u s  
t h a t  t h e y  w e r e  i n t r i g u e d  b y  t h e  r a t h e r  r a r e  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  g e t  t o  k n o w  a n  i n t a c t  
A m e r i c a n  f a m i l y  r i g h t  t h e r e  i n  S a r a j e v o .  T h e s e  w o n d e r f u l  S a r a j e v o  f a m i l i e s  
g r a c i o u s l y  s h a r e d  t h e i r  h o m e s ,  t h e m s e l v e s ,  a n d  t h e i r  c u l t u r e s  w i t h  u s .  
W e  s p e n t  t h a t  s u m m e r  i n  S a r a j e v o  l i v i n g ,  l e a r n i n g ,  a n d  t e a c h i n g .  S a n d r a ,  t h e  o n l y  
c h i l d  o f  a  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  S a r a j e v o  e n g i n e e r i n g  p r o f e s s o r  a n d  a  h i g h  s c h o o l  c h e m i s t r y  
t e a c h e r ,  f i r s t  c a m e  i n t o  o u r  l i v e s  b e c a u s e  o f  o u r  d a u g h t e r s ,  w h o  w e r e  t h e  s a m e  a g e .  
S a n d r a ,  a  b r i g h t ,  a d v e n t u r o u s ,  a n d  d e l i g h t f u l  t e e n a g e r ,  b e c a m e  a  p a r t  o f  o u r  f a m i l y .  
D u r i n g  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  y e a r ,  S a n d r a  c a m e  t o  s p e n d  m u c h  o f  t h e  s u m m e r  w i t h  u s .  
S h e  w a s  a  w e l c o m e  a d d i t i o n  t o  o u r  a n n u a l  s u m m e r  t r a v e l s  a s  a  f a m i l y .  W e  r o a m e d  
a r o u n d  t h e  e a s t e r n  U n i t e d  S t a t e s ,  c a m p i n g  i n  o u r  e l d e r l y  t r a v e l  t r a i l e r .  S a n d r a  w a s  
u p  t o  e v e r y t h i n g - e a t i n g  w h a t ,  t o  h e r ,  w e r e  v e r y  s t r a n g e  a n d  e x o t i c  f o o d s  a t  a n  
A m i s h  " f a m i l y  s t y l e "  r e s t a u r a n t  i n  P e n n s y l v a n i a ,  p o u n d i n g  c o o k e d  c r a b s  w i t h  w o o d e n  
m a l l e t s  o n  a  r o a d s i d e  p i c n i c  t a b l e  i n  M a r y l a n d ,  s w i m m i n g  i n  a  h u r r i c a n e - c h u r n e d  s u r f  
i n  D e l a w a r e ,  c l i m b i n g  t o  t h e  t o p  o f  t h e  S t a t u e  o f  L i b e r t y  i n  N e w  Y o r k .  S h e  l o v e d  i t  a l l !  
W e ' v e  r e g u l a r l y  c o r r e s p o n d e d  w i t h  S a n d r a  s i n c e  t h o s e  j o y f u l  s u m m e r s  t h a t  n o w  
s e e m  s o  l o n g  a g o .  H e r  l e t t e r s  h a v e  c h r o n i c l e d  h e r  d e v e l o p m e n t  f r o m  t h e  c a r e f r e e  
t e e n a g e r  w e  f i r s t  k n e w ,  t o  t h e  t h o u g h t f u l  u n i v e r s i t y  s t u d e n t  w o r k i n g  v e r y  h a r d  a t  b e -
c o m i n g  a  c o m p u t e r  e n g i n e e r ,  t o  h e r  c u r r e n t  s t a t u s  a s  a  f r i g h t e n e d  r e f u g e e  i n  a  
h o s t i l e  p l a c e .  
S a n d r a  h a d  j u s t  c o m p l e t e d  h e r  s t u d i e s  a t  t h e  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  S a r a j e v o  w h e n  t h e  w a r  
b e g a n .  S h e  h a d  o n l y  t o  t a k e  h e r  f i n a l  e x a m i n a t i o n s  t o  g r a d u a t e  w i t h  h o n o r s  a s  a  
c o m p u t e r  e n g i n e e r .  B e c a u s e  o f  i n t e n s e  s h e l l i n g ,  t h e  U n i v e r s i t y  w a s  u n a b l e  t o  h o l d  i t s  
e x a m i n a t i o n s ,  s o  S a n d r a  w a s  u n a b l e  t o  g r a d u a t e .  A s  c o n d i t i o n s  w o r s e n e d ,  S a n d r a ' s  
p a r e n t s  a r r a n g e d  f o r  h e r  e v a c u a t i o n  t o  a  r e f u g e e  c a m p  i n  G e r m a n y .  A l t h o u g h  s h e  
w a s  n o w  p h y s i c a l l y  s a f e ,  s h e  w a s  a l o n e  a n d  f r i g h t e n e d ,  i n  a  c o u n t r y  w h e r e  r e f u g e e s  
f r o m  t h e  f o r m e r  Y u g o s l a v i a  w e r e  r a p i d l y  b e c o m i n g  t o o  g r e a t  o f  a  s o c i a l  a n d  
e c o n o m i c  p r o b l e m .  
B u t  S a n d r a  h a s  a  w a y  o f  b r i n g i n g  o u t  t h e  b e s t  i n  p e o p l e .  S h e  w a s  a b l e  t o  f i n d  a n  
e n g i n e e r i n g  p r o f e s s o r  a t  t h e  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  W e i m a r  w h o  s e r v e d  a s  h e r  m e n t o r ,  
a r r a n g i n g  S a n d r a ' s  f i n a l  e x a m i n a t i o n s  a t  W e i m a r  s o  t h a t  s h e  c o u l d  c o m p l e t e  h e r  d e -
g r e e .  F o l l o w i n g  h e r  g r a d u a t i o n ,  s h e  m o v e d  t o  F r a n k f u r t ,  w h e r e  t h e  e c o n o m y  w a s  
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stronger. Indeed, engineering jobs were more plentiful-but not for former 
Yugoslavs. Sandra encountered hostility, hatred, prejudice, and rejection. So far she 
has been unable to secure a job in her field; she is currently delivering newspapers 
in the neighborhood. 
Sandra's letters to us over these past two years have changed dramatically. 
Whereas two years ago her letters were filled with the excitement, hopes, and 
dreams of a young woman about to embark upon her adult life, her letters have be-
come increasingly filled with hopelessness, despair, and fear. She wants nothing 
more than to be reunited with her parents in a time and place of peace. Such a sim-
ple wish in such a complex world. 
We've tried to help Sandra throughout this period. We've sent numerous "care 
packages", money, and letters filled with concern and love. Our thoughts are never 
far from her, nor from her fear and loneliness. We feel so helpless. 
So what's to become of Sandra? Will she become reunited with her parents? Will 
she be able to find work as an engineer? Will she be able to join us, her "other 
family" here in the United States? Will she be able to live her life in a future that holds 
promise and peace? Will her letters once again contain her hopes, dreams, and ex-
citement? And what about the other countless young people like Sandra, forced to 
suspend their lives to exist in a brutal, hostile world not of their making or choosing? 
What's to become of these young people, so like the students we work with every 
day here at Grand Valley? What's to become of them all? 
May each of us think of each of them, daily ... and nightly. 
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